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Abstract: Globally, policy aimed at stimulating generational renewal in agriculture is reported to
pay meagre regard to the mental health and wellbeing of an older farmer, overlooking their identity
and social circles, which are inextricably intertwined with their occupation and farm. This paper,
in probing this contentious issue, casts its net across what could be deemed as disparate literatures,
namely connected to transferring the family farm and social gerontology, in order to determine
what steps could be taken to reassure older farmers that their sense of purpose and legitimate social
connectedness within the farming community will not be jeopardised upon handing over the farm
business to the next generation. A number of practical ‘farmer-sensitive’ actions that can be taken
at both policy and societal level are subsequently set forth in this paper to help ease the fear and
anxiety associated with ‘stepping aside’ and retirement from farming amongst older farmers. A
particular focus is placed on social and emotional wellbeing benefits of being a member of a social
group reflecting farmer-relevant values and aspirations in later life. The potential of the multi-actor
EIP-AGRI initiative and the long-established livestock mart sector in facilitating the successful rollout
of a social organisation designed to fit the specific needs and interests of the older generation of the
farming community is then outlined. In performing this, the paper begins a broad international
conversation on the potential of transforming farming into an age-friendly sector of society, in line
with the World Health Organization’s (WHO) age-friendly environments concept.

Keywords: family farm; older farmers; retirement; succession; wellbeing; identity; social gerontology;
age-friendly environments; innovation; rural sustainability

1. Introduction

Global demographic trends highlight an inversion of the age pyramid with those aged
65 years and over, constituting the fastest growing sector of the farming community [1,2].
This ‘greying’ of the farming workforce necessitates an infusion of ‘new blood’ into the
agricultural industry by means of efficient and effective intergenerational farm succession
and land mobility (i.e., transfer of land from one farmer to another or from one generation
to the next) in order to ensure future prosperity of the farming sector, as well as long-term
sustainability of food production systems [3,4].

Extensive research on social and emotional issues affecting older farmers [5–8] high-
lights, however, their overwhelming desire to remain actively engaged in farming in later
life as it is central to their sense of self and belonging in the farming community. The
prospect of surrendering professional and personal identity upon transferring managerial
control of the farm to the next generation and in some cases retiring, as advised in Europe’s
Common Agricultural Policy (CAP), for example, is a concept that older farmers find
difficult to accept. In fact, there appears to be a cultural expectation within the farming
community that ‘farmers don’t retire’ [5]. Lobley et al. added that the most common
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approach to farm retirement may not actually be retirement per se but rather remaining in
situ and ‘continuing day-to-day involvement’ on the farm, albeit with a reduction in some
of the ‘more arduous tasks’ [9] (p. 51). In addition, farmers often wish to remain ‘rooted in
place’ on the farm and, in many cases, have developed few interests outside of farming,
further reinforcing their reluctance to step away from farming in later life [10]. Price and
Evans go so far as to describe farmers as being so deeply embedded in the ‘cultural and
physical spaces of farming’, that they ‘cannot imagine a different way of life’ [11] (p. 6).
For those farmers who have retired, challenges are also present, with Riley [12] identifying
adverse effects that the transition process has had on their lives. Riley explained that the
cessation of occupational engagement ‘not only left voids in terms of time and empty
routine structures, but also the loss of a lens through which they channelled very particular
understandings of, and relationships with, specific places and practices’ [12] (p. 23). Riley
further added that retirees felt ‘lost’ upon ceasing their ‘association with, and everyday
routines and actions within’, the farm space [13] (p. 770).

The challenges that this presents are not insignificant. Globally, it could be argued that
generational renewals in agriculture policymakers, and key stakeholders, are preoccupied
with developing strategies and interventions to encourage older farmers to ‘step aside’ to
facilitate young farmers who want to establish a career in farming. Such strategies, however,
pay scant regard to the mental health and wellbeing of senior generations ignoring as it does
their identity and social circles which are inextricably intertwined with their occupation
and farm [14,15]. This paper, in probing this global issue, casts its net across what could be
deemed as disparate literatures (transferring the family farm and social gerontology) in
order to determine what, if any, steps could or should be taken to minimise the disconnect
between policy and realities on the ground. In particular, the paper focuses on practical
actions that can be taken at both policy and societal levels to reassure older farmers that
their sense of purpose and legitimate social connectedness within the farming community
will not be jeopardised upon handing over the farm business to the next generation. In
performing this, we begin a broad international conversation on the place of older farmers
in society in general and the part this plays in generational renewal and broader agriculture
policy narratives.

This paper, by interrogating agricultural policy responses to an ageing farming popu-
lation, considers potential strategies and interventions to help ease the fear, anxiety and
stress associated with intergenerational farm succession amongst the older generation of
the farming community. A particular focus is placed on the wellbeing benefits of being
a member of a social group reflecting farmer relevant values and aspirations in later life.
The extent to which older farmers themselves can be involved in the coproduction of a
comprehensive set of ‘farmer-sensitive’ generational renewal policies and practices at the
farm level, which respond to their needs and concerns in later life, will also be explored.
This process, we argue, can have a global reach and could be extended in various ways to
other farming communities.

This insight is particularly timely in the current COVID-19 pandemic as rural com-
munities prepare to adapt, rebuild and reenergize as part of their crisis recovery plans.
Social isolation measures brought into effect in an effort to curb the spread of the virus
have further highlighted the importance of ensuring social inclusion for the elderly pop-
ulation (including older farmers) of society [16,17]. Indeed, the United Nations [18] has
recently highlighted how support networks, such as retirement groups, played a valuable
and beneficial role in ensuring and securing the wellbeing of older people during these
difficult times.

The next section reviews pertinent family farm transfer and social gerontology litera-
ture published over the past forty years. Connecting these fields of study is paramount in
fulfilling the overall purpose of this paper, as a wealth of peer-reviewed social gerontology
journal articles and edited book chapters exists on age-related changes in social activity
and engagement in later life, whereas its counterpart from a farming perspective is largely
absent. This is followed by a series of agri-social policy recommendations aimed at address-
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ing the older generation of the farming community’s social and emotional wellbeing and
what this might look like in any future vision for rural society.

2. Literature Review
2.1. Greying’ of the Farming Workforce

The ‘greying’ of the farming workforce is a pressing issue throughout the world. In
Europe, for example, almost one-third of all farmers are older than 65 [2]. This raises
obvious concerns about the survival, continuity and future of the agricultural industry as
well as the broader sustainability of the rural society [1,7]. The situation in the Republic
of Ireland is closely analogous to that of its European counterparts; in 2016, 30% of Irish
farm holders were under 65 years and over [19]. Similarly, in the USA, the most recent
Census of Agriculture carried out in 2017 found that 34% of farmers are aged 65 and
older [20]. Indeed, this census also highlights that the average age of farmers in the USA is
now 57.5 years, up 1.2 years from 2012, continuing a long-term trend of ageing in the U.S.
farming population (ibid).

The senior generation’s reluctance and indeed resistance to alter the status quo of the
existing management and ownership structure of the family farm, to help facilitate genera-
tional renewal in agriculture, is undoubtedly strong within the farming community [7,21].
The reasons why older farmers fail to plan, effectively and expeditiously, for the future are
expansive and range from the potential loss of identity, status and power that may occur as
a result of engaging in the process to the intrinsic, multilevel relationship farmers have with
their farms. The common denominator, however, is that intergenerational farm transfer is
about emotion. The so-called ‘soft issues’, i.e., the emotional and social issues [6], are the
issues that distort and dominate the older generation’s decisions on the future trajectory
of the farm. Such issues have resulted in intractable challenges for farm succession and
retirement policy over the past fifty years. As such, far from being the ‘soft issues’, these
really are the ‘hard issues’. Similar findings from a collaborative research effort called the
International FARMTRANSFERS Project, yielding a range of (largely quantitative) data
relating to the pattern; process and speed of farm succession; retirement and inheritance
that has been undertaken in 11 countries and 7 states in the USA and completed by almost
16,000 farmers throughout the world, highlights the global scale of such concerns [22].
Farming is a way of life for many older farmers throughout the world and there can be
detrimental consequences to their emotional wellbeing if they are ‘cut off’ from their daily
routines on the farm and social circles in the farming community [22–24]. Riley suggests
that the ‘indivisibility of social and occupational spaces’ within the farming community
leaves farmers feeling isolated or like ‘an outsider’ within previously ‘familiar and comfort-
able spaces’ following retirement [13] (p. 769). Such concerns are more prevalent than ever
in the context of increased levels of social isolation and loneliness in rural communities due
to the COVID-19 pandemic.

2.2. Social Isolation in Later Life

It is widely acknowledged in social gerontology research that social isolation and
withdrawal from active engagement is a common occurrence in later life [25–27]. Social
isolation is defined as an absence or shortage of social interaction and connections between
an individual and the rest of society [28]. Disengagement from society in later life largely
occurs due to a decrease in one’s social participation or loss of identity upon ceasing formal
employment (ibid). Previous research carried out by Berg and Cassells highlight the nega-
tive impacts social isolation can have on the older population’s psychological functioning
as they struggle to cope with changes in their lives, particularly post-retirement [29]. This
major life transition can potentially result in significant challenges to an individual’s health
and wellbeing due to its association with increased isolation and loneliness [30]. Older
people in rural areas are reported to be the most vulnerable, at-risk segment of the popula-
tion with regards to social isolation, as they generally have smaller social networks and are
more likely to be living by themselves [16,31,32]. Within this subset of older people in rural
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areas, we have the older farming population and the particular challenges they face and
indeed the possibilities they can offer by connecting to a social environment that reflects
their own values and aspirations [30].

2.3. Active Social Engagement

Social gerontologists and psychologists have been exploring the relationship between
social activity, life satisfaction and healthy ageing since the 1970s. Lemon et al., for example,
explained that the social self emerges and is sustained in a most basic manner through
interaction with others and structural constraints, which limit or deny contacts with the
environment and tend to be alienating and demoralizing [33]. Rowe and Kahn highlighted
that continued social participation is one of three major elements of successful ageing,
along with a low prevalence of illness and high physical and cognitive capabilities [34].
Rowe and Kahn also added that active social engagement in later life involves maintaining
close relationships as well as remaining involved in activities that are meaningful and
purposeful [34]. This ideal very much reflects the challenges facing the older farming
community. Social relationships are observed to help negate negative feelings, with knock-
on effects for physical health in the longer term, particularly within rural communities [35].
Indeed, social integration and inclusion for older people can have a profound impact on
one’s psychological wellbeing in later life [36,37].

2.4. The Importance of a Social Group in Later Life

The fundamental role that membership of a social group can play in protecting the
physical and mental wellbeing of the older generation is well documented in social geron-
tology research [35,36,38,39]. Steffens et al. (2016) explained how older people derive a
sense of self-esteem, purpose, acceptance and belonging in later life if they participate in
broader social groups. The WHO add that becoming a member of a social group, and
the subsequent meaningful activities that materialise upon doing so in a social context,
can enhance one’s quality of life in old age [40]. Greaves and Farbus and Crabtree et al.
also highlighted that membership of a locally integrated social network helps combat and
reduce social isolation amongst the older generation by providing them with an outlet
to reconnect with their community in later life [36,41]. Spurgin added that membership
in social groups was especially important for older people adapting to significant and
anxiety provoking life transitions such as retirement [42]. Steffens et al. explained that
being a member of a social group post-retirement not only has the potential to increase
an older person’s overall quality of life but also may increase life expectancy, due to the
profound benefits they hold for self-identity, self-esteem, resilience and mental health [30].
The effectiveness of social groups and active retirement organisations in enhancing social
networks and improving the psychological and physical wellbeing of older people is also
widely reported in an Irish context [35,43]. One such successful social group in existence in
Ireland is Men’s Sheds, an organisation which first emerged in Australia in the 1990s as
a response to the increasing concerns about men’s health [44]. Crabtree et al. found that
Men’s Sheds not only improved older men’s levels of social interaction but also enhanced
their optimism and willingness to make a positive difference to their own lives [44]. Ni
Leime et al. added that membership of a social group in later life also encourages older
people to engage in activities that they would not have otherwise engaged in, adding a
new dimension to their lives [43].

2.5. Disconnected Policy Efforts

Evidence from social gerontology research regarding the mental health and wellbeing
benefits of continued social inclusion and participation in later life brings to the fore the
risks associated with strategies and interventions aimed at facilitating intergenerational
farm transfer, such as the most recent largely unsuccessful Early Retirement Scheme for
farmers in Ireland (ERS 3), which required farmers to intend to retire under a scheme to
‘cease agricultural activity forever’ [45]. Such a sentiment fails to take into account the
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emotional and social welfare of older farmers. Indeed, a recent report by the European
Commission evaluating the impact of the CAP on generational renewal, local development
and jobs in rural areas criticised the appropriateness of such Early Retirement Scheme
(ERS) measures and called for an increased focus on mechanisms that help older farmers
enhance their ‘quality of life by exploring possibilities under social policy’ [46] (p. 48). Such
recommendations came almost forty years after the late Dr. Patrick (Packie) Commins first
stressed that farm retirement policy should not focus on ‘economic objectives’ alone and
should ‘not ignore possible social consequences or wider issues of human welfare’ in the
early 1970s, however [47].

It is now imperative that policymakers crafting generational renewal strategies, and
key stakeholders, finally recognise and appreciate the enormous value added to older
farmer’s personal lives and social circles through active engagement in farming in later
life. Taking this route, the recommendations set forth in the next section will not only help
address the intergenerational farm succession difficulties but will also protect the health
and wellbeing of older farmers in the context of their own rural future.

3. Recommendations

In the face of such academic and popular support for active social engagement and
social membership in later life within social gerontology research, it is surprising, there-
fore, that there are no social groups currently in existence in the agricultural sector that
specifically represent the needs and interests of the older farmers. This paper recommends
the establishment of a national social organisation, akin to that in place for young farmers
in rural Ireland, i.e., Macra na Feirme, for the older generation of the farming community.
Such an organisation would be a hugely positive step forward and could be a key method
for policy to respond positively to the ageing farming population. In the following sections,
focusing solely on the Irish example, we outline how such an organisation in a farming con-
text might be set up and ultimately the role it could play in protecting the mental health and
wellbeing of the older generation of the farming community. This we believe is particularly
timely in an era of increased international attention on rural sustainability and the necessity
of stimulating generational renewal in the farming sector through intergenerational farm
succession and retirement.

3.1. Establishment of a National Social Organisation for Older Farmers

From an Irish viewpoint, a national social organisation for older farmers, funded
annually by the Government and through membership, would provide older farmers with
a sense of purpose and legitimate social connectedness within the farming community, thus
helping to ease anxiety and stresses associated with the intergenerational farm succession
process. Furthermore, involvement in such an organisation would help alleviate concerns
around the fear of the unknown upon doing so by having an outlet to remain embedded
‘inside’ the agricultural sphere in later life. A nationwide social organisation, with a network
of clubs in every county (or similar geographic entity), would also promote social inclusion
in farming by allowing older farmers to integrate within the social fabric of a local age
peer group (Macra na Feirme in Ireland have approximately 200 clubs in 31 regions).
Membership of such a group would provide opportunities to develop a pattern of farming
activities suited to advancing age through increased collaboration with farmers at a similar
stage of their lives. This would contribute to an overall sense of happiness and self-worth,
amidst the gradual diminishment of physical capacities on the farm. Such peer-to-peer
collegiality and comradeship would be particularly beneficial for farmers living alone or
for those who do not have successor in situ to take over the farm.

Despite the widely reported successful health and wellbeing benefits of the aforemen-
tioned Men’s Sheds movement for older men [41], this paper advises that this proposed
national social organisation for older farmers would be open to all within the farming
community, thus helping dismantle the patriarchal nature of family farming identified in



Sustainability 2022, 14, 2533 6 of 11

previous research [48–51]. The gender diversity of such a social group would also help
bring about increased levels of social inclusion amongst older women involved in farming.

Similarly to Macra na Feirme, this body for older farmers, with their added wealth
of experience, would also act as a social partner farm organisation. The organisation in
turn could collaborate with the Irish Farmers Association (IFA), for example, which would
allow them to have regular access to government ministers and senior civil servants, thus
providing older farmers with a voice to raise issues of concern through active participation
and engagement with stakeholder groups. Indeed, such a group could be invaluable with
regard to the development of future farm transfer strategies that would be cognisant of the
human side of the process of generational renewal for example. An established organisation
for older farmers would allow this sector of society to have a representative on important
committees, such as the Board of Teagasc (similar to their younger counterparts). Such
a feeling of belonging, inclusivity and position in society will undoubtedly contribute
to the senior generation’s general satisfaction and wellbeing in later life. A plethora of
social gerontology studies indicate that activities and interventions, which promote active
engagement, encourage creativity and facilitate social contact, have positive effects on one’s
health and wellbeing in later life, with knock-on effects for physical health in the longer
term [36,43,52].

Collaborating with younger counterparts in Macra na Feirme on campaigns and activ-
ities through such a social organisation would help the senior generation of the farming
community retain a sense of purpose and value. Consequently, the younger generation of
farmers can learn from the older generation’s invaluable store of local knowledge devel-
oped over years of regularised interaction and experience working in the farming sector.
Such ‘soil-specific human capital’, as it is often referred to [53], is not easily transferable,
communicated or learnable. It is highly plausible, for example, that the criteria of the recent
Early Retirement Scheme in Ireland (ERS 3), requesting that ‘continued participation in
farming is not permitted’ [38], had a profoundly negative effect on farm performance as
it resulted in the loss of a number of experienced personnel from the agricultural sector.
A national social organisation for older farmers has the potential to address such failings
by facilitating the intergenerational exchange of agricultural knowledge and skills in a
collaborative manner. It is a win-win situation in that such contributions would support a
more viable, sustainable and vibrant agri-food and rural sector.

This proposed social organisation for older farmers would also, we argue, have
the potential to create an age-friendly environment in the farming sector. The concept
of age-friendly environments has garnered international attention among researchers,
policy makers and community organisations since the World Health Organization (WHO)
launched its Global Age-friendly Cities and Communities project in 2006. Although there
is no universally accepted definition of an ‘age-friendly’ environment, the WHO defines an
age-friendly community as one in which ‘policies, services, settings and structures support
and enable people to age actively’ [54] (p. 5). Despite the growth of the age-friendly
environments movement, existing literature is predominantly focused on a model of urban
ageing that fails to reflect the broader diversity of rural areas and more significantly that of
the farming community. The establishment of a social organisation for older farmers can
help address this significant underrepresentation by generating a culture of appreciation
and respect for their way of life, both within policy circles and society more generally. The
rollout of such a group, while from initial viewing may seem challenging, upon closer
inspection could be relatively easy to instigate. To this end, we would propose drawing on
already existing conduits, namely that of the EIP-AGRI Operational Group Projects and the
long-established livestock mart sector.

3.2. Rolling out a National Social Organisation for Older Farmers

Step 1: Formation of an EIP-AGRI Operational Group
The formation of an EIP-AGRI (European Innovation Partnership for Agricultural

productivity and Sustainability) Operational Group, designed to fit the specific needs and
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concerns of the senior generation of the farming community, would be a positive step in this
process. A pilot study via the EIP-AGRI format would be an ideal stepping stone for the full
implementation of a national social organisation for older farmers. The EIP-AGRI initiative
was launched by the European Commission’s Directorate-General for Agriculture and
Rural Development’s (DG-AGRI) in 2012 to contribute to the European Union’s strategy
‘Europe 2020’ for smart, sustainable and inclusive growth [55]. As innovation under the
EIP-AGRI initiative can be social as well as technological and nontechnological, such a
multi-actor EIP-AGRI project led by a group of older farmers, in collaboration with farm
advisory bodies, research institutions and organisations such as Age Action Ireland, has
the potential to generate a comprehensive set of age-friendly policies and practices at the
farm level. Furthermore, such an Operational Group has the potential to bring about much
needed change in mindset and mannerisms of the farming community towards a range
of contemporary concerns. This includes issues of land mobility and farm succession,
but it would also help provide older farmers with a solid platform to become directly
involved in the development and implementation of more ‘farmer-sensitive’ policies aimed
at stimulating generational renewal in agriculture. Such measures would ultimately help
bring about a culture within the farming community of recognising the importance of
engaging in the farm succession planning process in a timely manner [7].

What this could also provide in terms of associated positive spin-off is the potential it
would also have in addressing a significant challenge, namely that of health and safety on
the farm. Farming is one of the most hazardous occupations in terms of the incidence and
seriousness of accidental injuries [56]. Moreover, agriculture exhibits disproportionately
high fatality rates, when compared to other sectors [57]. With 66% of farm fatalities in
Ireland involving farmers aged 60 and over in 2019 for example [58], this phenomenon
requires immediate policy intervention. Many are unwilling to recognize or accept their
physical limitations on the farm [59] and, instead, continue to traverse spaces that would
appear to be beyond their level of physiological competence [60], with subsequent risks to
their health and safety. The general satisfaction and wellbeing that the older generation
of the farming community attribute to the daily and seasonal labour-intensive demands
of working on the farm in later life appears to be part of the farming psyche. As such,
the establishment of a national social organisation for older farmers would provide the
Health and Safety Authority (HSA) and member organisations of the HSA Farm Safety
Partnership Advisory committee in the Republic of Ireland with an invaluable platform to
directly engage with older farmers on the various actions to handle age-related physical
limitations and barriers on their farms. The in-depth, farmer-focused, insights into the
intrinsic link to farm attachment in old age and the importance attributed to the habitual
routines within the farm setting made possible by interacting and collaborating with such
an organisation for older farmers would aid HSA in the development of an effective health
and safety service tailored specifically to the needs of older farmers.

Furthermore, the European Commission’s Directorate-General for Agriculture and
Rural Development’s AKIS (Agriculture Knowledge and Innovation Systems) ecosystem
acknowledges and recognises the need for EU Member States to include social innovation
and inclusiveness within their AKIS knowledge exchange strategies and action plans [61].
Taking into account the range of rural socio-cultural contexts in their respective countries,
this EIP-AGRI project for older farmers, tuned to the human side of farming in later life,
will illustrate how policy, and indeed society more generally, can respond positively to the
ageing farming population.

Step 2: Collaborating with the Livestock Mart Sector
A second stage in the formation of this new group, could stem from the livestock

mart sector. The value attached to the social dimension of attending a livestock market is
widely reported in the United Kingdom [62,63], and in Ireland, this sector consists of over
60 cooperative mart centres across the Irish countryside. These marts, we suggest, have the
capacity and scale to help roll out a national social organisation for older farmers, albeit
with some additional government supports that are probably necessary. In addition to their
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primary function providing a consistent, stable and transparent method of buying and
selling livestock through a guaranteed payment structure, marts also provide a vital social
facility for the farming community, some of whom have no other social outlet [63]. Indeed,
many older farmers rely on their weekly visit to the mart to meet friends, exchange ideas
and to catch up on local news in an informal setting. This has almost grown in significance
in recent years as many of the natural meeting points within rural communities have been
removed due to the closure of post offices, pubs and local shops for example [64]. The
bidding ring and canteen at livestock marts are, therefore, not considered to be only venues
of transaction within the farming community but constitute hives of social interaction.
This paper, therefore, proposes that livestock marts could be drawn on to help facilitate a
national organisation as they have a considerable role already in terms of providing a social
hub for the older generation of the farming community. Their existing positionality and
reputation as a ‘buzz’ of activity within the heart of rural communities provide livestock
marts with a ready-made platform and network to establish a social group membership of
older farmers in their catchment area.

4. Conclusions

Overcoming the farming community’s stalwart persistence in their adherence to
traditional succession and retirement practices evident in previous family farm transfer
research, which effectively obstruct the transfer of farmland from one generation to the next,
is a pressing matter for contemporary generational renewal policy. This is not confined to
one country but has a global dimension. Nonetheless, there is limited focus on the place of
the older farmer within policy/academic discussion, even though this cohort ultimately
has the resources and power to decide whether the transition takes place or not [21,65].

Consequently, there is an urgent need for agriculture policy makers and practitioners
to re-examine their existing predominant focus on addressing the needs and requirements
of the younger farming generation and to place a greater or equal emphasis on maintaining
the quality of life of those most affected by the process, namely the older farmer. The
recommendations set forth in this paper are, therefore, aimed at addressing older farmers’
emotional and social wellbeing, as well as their sense of purpose in later life. We argue here
for the establishment of a national social organisation for older farmers which would have
the potential to transform farming into an age-friendly sector of society. Increasing evidence
within social gerontology research on the benefits and importance of such social organisa-
tions on the lives of older people, particularly in relation to ensuring social inclusion in later
years, reaffirms why there should be immediate support of such a venture in the farming
sector. Making use of the extensive reach of the multi-actor EIP-AGRI initiative, allied
to the platform that Ireland’s livestock mart sector presents, has the potential to rollout
such a national social organisation for the older generation of the farming community in
an effective and efficient manner. Whilst our recommendations here are predominately
geared towards influencing policy in the Republic of Ireland and its impact and success
may be dependent on the cultural and institutional milieu that govern the mindset and
mannerisms of Irish farmers in later life, this paper is also applicable in a much broader
European and global settings.

While the establishment of such a social organisation for older farmers could be
viewed as unnecessary and/or too idealistic, we need to remember that we all inevitably
have to face the prospect of letting go of our professional tasks and ties in our old age.
No one can avoid ageing, and as extensive research on the human dynamics affecting
farm succession and retirement over the past decade has identified, the majority of older
farmers opt to remain actively engaged in farming in later life in order to help ensure
legitimate social connectedness within the farming community. The formation of a national
social organisation for older farmers would provide older farmers with an outlet to engage
with their peers and develop a pattern of farming activities suited to advancing age.
Furthermore, it would offer the older generation of the farming community an ideal
platform to become involved in the coproduction of a comprehensive set of age-friendly
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policies and practices at farm level, which respond to their aspirations and needs in later
life. Such insight and input will help inform future generational renewal in agriculture
policy directions that understand the world as older farmers perceive it, and consequently
prevent them from becoming isolated and excluded from society almost by accident rather
than intention. Aligning such policies to the World Health Organization’s (WHO) age-
friendly environments concept will also induce a much broader international conversation
on the place, views, concerns and challenges of older farmers in the context of the future
viable of the agricultural sector and ultimately the future sustainability of rural families,
communities and natural environments upon which we all depend.
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